Pipe Dreams - A Rejoinder to Sultan al ‘Umayri’s 
Attempt at (un)defining ‘ibada 


By Tahir Muhammad, Zeeshan Chaudri, Salman Nasir 


Hudhayfah (may Allah d be pleased with him) reports that 
the Prophet (#2) said, “One of the things | fear for you is 
a man who will read the Qur an until when its 
splendour can be seen upon him and he is a support 
for Islam, he changes that (state) for whatever Allah 
has willed, casting it (i.e. the Qur an) off and throwing 
it behind his back. He then attacks his neighbour with 
his sword and accuses him of shirk." 





| asked him, "O Prophet of Allah, who will be nearer to 
shirk, the accused or the accuser?" 


He said, "The accuser." (Sahth Ibn Hibban, no. 3777; 
Tahawi, Sharh Mushkil al-Athar, no. 865) 


All praise is due to Allah, alone and without partner; we can never praise Him as He truly 
deserves. All perfection Belongs to Him. May peace and salutations be upon His Final Messenger 
who brought mankind out of the darkness of paganism to the light of faith in Allah. He left 
them on a clear path whose night is like its day. None strays from it except that he perishes. 


Disclaimer: 


1. It is assumed that anyone reading this response has already read the original 
article by Bassam Zawadi. It is not lengthy so we will not be summarising or 
recapping. For those that have not, you can find it here. 

2. During the course of the following discussion, references to Bassam Zawadi’s 
and Dr. ‘Umayri’s conceptualisation and articulation of ‘ibada are used 
interchangeably, as the former’s piece (linked above) is a self-confessed 
English summary of the latter’s book, to which Zawadi is also a main 


contributor.’ 





1 See acknowledgement from ‘Umayri in Tahqiq al-Ifada, p. 11 
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INTRODUCTION 


The understanding of the terms shirk and ‘ibada has significant implications. It can 
mean declaring someone to be a disbeliever, having committed an act of polytheism 
and in certain circumstances, death. Given its potentially grave consequences and the 
stern warnings in the Shari‘a against erroneous takfir, the utmost care and 
deliberation is required before one attempts to provide a definition of these terms. 
These definitions and their implications must be thoroughly analysed to see if they 


are sound in light of the Sharia. 


It is our belief that issues of shirk and kufr have been made abundantly clear in the 
Shari‘a. If one is going to make a claim that something is shirk or kufr that takes one 
out of the fold of Islam, it should be proven by consensus or decisive evidence. 
Speculative arguments that fall short of this standard cannot be taken as grounds for 
accusations of kufr against a declared Muslim or against any person that has 
pronounced the shahadatayn (“the two testimonies”). We believe that sh. ‘Umayri’s 
work falls far short of meeting this standard, as will become clear in this series of 


articles. 


Imam Ibn Hazm (d. 456) states, “The truth is that anyone for whom the 
ruling of Islam is established, it cannot be removed from him except by an 
explicit text (nass) or consensus. As for doing so by mere claims or by 
fabrication, then no!” (Al-Fasl, vol. 3, p. 138.) 


Imam Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (d. 463), in his commentary on the hadith 
“Whoever says to his brother, ‘O kafir’, (the sin of) it returns on one 
of them”, states, “The meaning of it according to the people of Fiqh and 
Narrations - Ahl al-Sunnah wa’l-Jama‘a - is that it is a prohibition against 
a Muslim declaring takfir of his Muslim brother on the basis of a sin or 
interpretation that does not take him outside of Islam according to all.” He 
goes on to clarify what he means by this, saying, “Sound reason dictates 
that takfir not be declared of anyone except if all have agreed to his takfir, 
or there is unequivocal evidence (dalil la madfa‘ lahu) proving his takfir 
from the Book or the Sunnah.” (Al-Tamhid, vol. 17, pp. 21-22.) 


Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr’s statements, when understood together, make clear that definitive 
evidence is needed for takfir, for there can be no consensus on such a grave matter 
without definitive evidence, and any disagreement where there is such definitive 
evidence must be seen as an invalid ijtihad. (For other places in ibn ‘Abd al Barr’s 
commentary where he explains the need for certain evidence for takfir, see: al- 
Tamhid, vol. 23, pp. 339-400; vol. 4, pp. 241-242.) 
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Imam al-Ghazali (d. 505) states, “Sanctity (of life and possession) is 
established by saying ‘La Ilaha illa Allah’ with certainty, so it cannot be 
removed except with definitive evidence (qati’).” (Al-Iqtisad fi al-I’tiqad, p. 
306) 


Ibn al-Shatt al-Maliki (d. 723) states, “Takfir is not valid except with a 
decisive textual evidence (qati‘ sam‘).” (Idrar al-Shurtq ‘Ala Anwa’ al- 
Furuq, vol. 4, p. 237, Mu’assasah al-Risdlah, 1424AH.) 


For more concerning this topic, we refer the reader to: Sh. Hatim al-‘Awni, Takfir Ahl 
al-Shahadatayn, pp. 11-48, 2™ Ed. The quotes provided here have been taken from this 
work. 


Dr. Sultan al ‘Umayri’s book entitled Tahgigq al-ifadah bi tahrir mafhūm al ʻibāda is 
intended primarily as a critique of the notion that shirk in ‘ibada can only truly take 
place if a person has done shirk in rububiyya. In that book, the author also articulates 
his own definition of ‘ibadah. Bassam Zawadi has redacted the main points and 
arguments of the book in English. Given that Dr. ‘Umayri's thesis is now being 
introduced to an English-speaking audience, we believe some comments are in order. 
So, to this end, we aim to release a series of articles firstly presenting Sh. ‘Umayr'’s 
(and by extension Zawadi’s) view, along with our contentions. The first article (i.e. 
the current one) will provide a brief overview of Sh. ‘Umayri’s view, accompanied by 
a presentation of the core concepts around which his view is articulated. Its primary 
purpose is to assess the strength of his view by analysing the claims underpinning it. 
As the saying goes, a chain is only as strong as its weakest link; and so is the case with 
Sh. ‘Umayr'’s definition of ‘ibada: it is only as good as the arguments that he assumes 


support it. 


The second article will consist of a deeper analysis (more notably a linguistic one, but 
not limited to it) of Sh. ‘Umayri’s definition of ‘ibada itself. With the third article, we 
will further examine ‘Umayri’s approach to traditional texts, by considering his 
rendition of the discussions on sujiid being ghaya al khudi’ (or not). The fourth one 
will highlight how he redefines certain terms and concepts (found in historical 
discussions on the topic) to underpin his own definition of ‘ibada and view of shirk. 
The fifth article will be an example of how Sh. ‘Umayri applies his concept to a given 
scenario and this will be compared with how the same scenario (of positing 
intermediaries) is conceptualised by another scholar, namely Shaykh al Islam ibn 
Taymiyya. Having by then seen how Sh. ‘Umayri engages with the works from past 


scholars (such as mufassiriin, fuqaha’, linguists, etc...), the sixth and final (for now) 
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article will consider his approach to hadith by reviewing his treatment of the famous 
hadith of Dhat Anwat. 


Please note that the purpose of this article is to provide an overview. As for its 
accuracy and whether it is a faithful rendition of the original, that can be assessed 
with the following articles, where each point will be discussed in more detail, with 


references from the book being provided. 


I. Presentation of Sh. ‘Umayri’s View and Concepts 


As mentioned above, ‘Umayri’s book is intended at decoupling shirk in ‘ibāda from 
shirk in rubūbiyya. According to ‘Umayri, for shirk in ‘ibada to occur, it is not necessary 


that shirk in rubibiyya must also occur. It is only distortion (inhiraf) in rubibiyya, not 





shirk in rubibiyya, that necessarily accompanies shirk in ‘ibada. Per Zawadi, shirk in 
rububiyya is conceived of as believing in some other being possessing divine attributes 
coupled with self-sufficiency (istiglal). It is worth noting that ‘Umayri mentions 
another meaning of Shirk in Rubibiyya along with istiglal that Zawadi has left out, 
namely “the ability to influence Allah’s power or His Will” (al-ta’thir fi qudrat Allah aw 
iradatih).’ It is not clear to us why Zawadi has done this. Perhaps he felt that the 


concept of istiqlal also includes ta’thir, and hence he left it out by way of simplification. 


Although neither Zawadi nor Dr. ‘Umayri clearly enunciate how they understand 
istiglal and ta’thir, what transpires from their arguments is that for them, it refers to 
the state of an entity whose powers are beyond Allah’s control, in the sense that He 
cannot stop them or make them do something (‘SUmayri’s istiglal), or that the entity 
in question can overpower Allah and force Him into doing something (‘Umayri’s 
ta’thir fi qudrat Allah), or impose its own will onto Allah’s by force ((Umayri’s ta’thir fi 
irddat Allah). Additionally, to be self-sufficient a power must not be acquired from 
Allah. The operating assumption here being that a power obtained from Allah is 
controlled by Him, so cannot be imposed on Allah (against His will) or used to 


overpower Him. In other words, so long as someone acknowledges Allah’s supremacy 





? ‘Umayri mentions these two concepts repeatedly. As examples, see: Tahqiq al-Ifada, pp. 17, 32,34. We 
will have opportunity to explore these two terms and ‘Umayri’s conceptualisation of them ina 
subsequent article. 
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over a being and its powers, ‘Umayri’s view is that the person holding that belief 
cannot be said to have committed shirk in rubibiyya. This is what negates shirk in 
rubibiyya for ‘Umayri and Zawadi. For Sh. “Umayri (and Zawadi) then, being able to 
‘act independently’ means to be beyond Allah’s control or to have the ability to 
confront and challenge Him. This is the only form of shirk that ‘Umayri is willing to 
accept as shirk in rububiyya, at least in his book. Anything short of that is relegated to 


a vague notion of inhiraf (distortion) in rubibiyya. 


This distortion (inhiraf) in rubibiyya includes things generally considered kufr (such 
as denying something established for Allah a, e.g. resurrection of the dead on 
Judgement Day), but also things that have been considered shirk by past scholars (e.g. 
ascribing offspring to God, the Christian concept of the Trinity, the creative powers 
ascribed to planets, etc...). At most, ‘Umayri and Zawadi will be willing to admit the 
latter could be admitted as belonging to a certain vague generic shirk, or shirk mutlaq, 
but not shirk in rubibiyya (because it does not meet the criteria laid out above). This 
narrow definition of ‘shirk in rububiyya’ was devised to make it easier to claim shirk in 
‘ibada can occur without the occurrence of shirk in rubibiyya. So, for example, if a 
pagan addresses du‘a’ to a creature with the belief that God has diminished 
knowledge or hearing and thus needs helpers who inform Him of what’s happening 
in the world, this is no longer considered shirk in rubtbiyya but merely inhiraf in 
rubibiyya. This effectively makes room for the claim that the pagan Arabs who made 


du‘a to their idols with such a belief did not commit shirk in rubibiyya. * 


Having laid out his concept of inhiraf in rubibiyya, sh. Umayrī moves on to advance 
the idea that inhirafin rubibiyya necessarily (lazim) accompanies shirk in ‘ibada. But 
since his notion of inhiraf includes what is generally referred to as ‘shirk in rubibiyya’, 
we cannot help but notice here that, as things stand, he has done little to respond to 
the objections of most of his opponents. Rather, the theoretical difference almost 


becomes one of semantics: the sort of beliefs that necessarily accompany shirk in 





° It is worth noting here that this narrow conception of shirk in ‘ibada, and thus in rubibiyya, seems 
to be paradigm forwarded and defended by ‘Abdullah Dashti, the Shi’a author of the book Al Khalal al 
wahhabi fi fahm al tawhid al Qur ‘ani. It is however an obscure view, not endorsed by the majority of 
critics of the Salafi paradigm on Shirk, whose views sh. ‘Umayri’s book is intended to rebut. Sh. 
‘Umayri also seems to have conflated this view with that of other authors such as ‘Uthman al Nabulsi 
and al Mas‘ari, which is questionable. It should also be noted here, that in our view, even if ‘Umayri’s 
work was to be seen exclusively as a rebuttal of Dashti, it still fails because in the process it creates an 
incoherent and illogical framework for understanding shirk. 


Page |5 


‘ibada, and which we call shirk in rubiibiyya, ‘Umayri has chosen to call inhiraf in 


rububiyya.’ 


As for sh. ‘Umayri’s definition of ‘ibada, it is as follows: 


aal Y PAi Yla odg äl PAS eo y JJl als on ena ale 43 ones Syl! elas 
dingy Jualy y La gle yo 


It is that intentional state which combines feelings of utmost humility and 
submission which stirs the individual to cling unto his object of ‘ibada, 
submit to its will, stay in continuous connection with it, and perform 
actions to please it. ° 


We will have ample opportunity to analyse this definition in a dedicated article later. 
Suffice it to say for now that worship is conceptualised as an internal state in which 
a certain threshold of humility (khudū’) and submission (dhull) has been reached. It is 
the breach of this threshold that pushes an individual to perform certain acts. And it 
is those acts spurred by a breached threshold of humility and submission that are 
considered ‘ibada. And acts of ‘ibada are further divided into unconditional (“ibada 
mahda) and conditional (ghayr mahda) acts of worship, with the former being in and 
of itself an indication that the threshold has been breached, while the latter indicates 


that only in the presence of external factors. 


For now, the purpose in what follows is to consider the assumptions and concepts on 
which this definition rests. In his elaboration on and defence of his definition, sh. 
‘Umayri anticipates some of the main objections that can be levelled against it, 
specifically in relation to the use of the terms ‘ghaya’ (utmost) and ‘nihaya’ (ultimate), 


and the main ones are: 





* As already noted, what he calls inhiraf in rubibiyya has typically been called shirk in rubiibiyya. We 
will have opportunity to revisit this point. It is also worth pointing out that the reason our difference 
with ‘Umayri is not merely one of semantics is that other aspects of his framework are inconsistent 
with the point under discussion here, as will become clear in the remaining articles. 

* Tahqiq al-Ifada, p. 36 (translation adapted from Zawadi’s). ‘Umayri offers an alternative wording on 
p. 50 (including ‘ultimate feeling of love’ in addition to humility and submission): “It is that 
intentional state which combines feelings of utmost humility and submission with an ultimate 
feeling of love which stirs the individual to cling unto his object of ‘ibada, submit to its will, stay in 
continuous connection with it, and perform actions to please it.” (Translation Zawadi’s) 

€ Tahqiq al-Ifada, p. 37-46 
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1) Some actions are only considered worship/‘ibada sometimes, not always. This 
begs the question: how can an act be both of utmost humility/submission, and 
NOT utmost humility/submission? A viable conceptualisation of ‘ibada needs 
to account for this. 

2) The terms ghdaya (utmost) and nihaya (ultimate) are themselves too vague and 


limited in scope to constitute a meaningful criterion for determining worship. 


We deem it important to pause here and evaluate the validity of Sh. ‘Umayri’s (and 
Zawadi’s) responses to these objections, as the validity and utility of the definition 


itself depends on their successful resolution. 


II. Unconditional and Conditional Acts of ‘ibada 


With regards to the first objection, ‘“Umayri’s solution is to divide acts into two 
categories. Those acts that have been designated as ‘ibada by the Shari‘a itself, are 
characterised as ‘unconditional’ acts of worship (“ibdda mahda) and are expressions of 
utmost humility/submission in and of themselves. As such, the intention (or lack 
thereof) with which they are performed is inconsequential. These acts are also called 
ghayr ma’gila al ma’na (which cannot be rationalised) because their status as worship 
is only known via revelation. On the other hand, those acts that were considered 
worship by the Shari‘a at some points in time but not others are characterised as 
‘conditional’ acts of worship (‘ibada ghayr mahda), they are not an expression of 
utmost humility/submission in and of themselves. This sort of ‘ibada is also 
considered ma’gila al ma’na (which can be rationalised) because their occurrence as 


worship can be rationally identified. 


In practice, sujūd or prostration is given as an example of the second type, ‘ibada ghayr 
mahda, and so the answer to the question posed above (how can it be both utmost 
humility AND not utmost humility?) would be that it is utmost humility in some cases 
and not others, depending on external factors and other ‘human experiences’. 


Zawadi writes: 


‘Several scholars have classified ‘ibada into two different categories: 
1) ahl iie yé dale or asl daL¢ and this is the kind of ‘ibada which is 


only known via revelation such as fasting the month of Ramadan, the offering 
of the five daily prayers with all its divinely ordained movements and 
conditions, etc. These acts are unconditionally ‘ibada if intentionally directed 
toward an object. Such acts are inherently in and of themselves acts which 
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yield the utmost of submission and expression of love and humility to God. 
They are inherently in their essence acts of ‘ibada because revelation says they 
are. In other words, the revelation has stated that they are acts of ‘ibdda, and 
your intention could do absolutely nothing to do change that. 


2) i22 „é sls or 4c and these actions are conditionally ‘ibada, and 


unless these actions fit under the criteria of ‘ibada, they aren’t acts of ‘ibada.’ 


It is correct that several scholars have made this distinction, but not in the context 
and perspective that Zawadi has mentioned it in. Neither Zawadi in his article, or Sh. 
‘Umayri in his book have provided any citations for where this categorisation is used. 
In fact, Zawadi is more explicit in claiming scholarly precedence for this framework, 
whereas ‘Umayri does not mention it but his treatment of it is an implied assertion 


that past scholars were ascribing to that framework. 


This division is in fact found in many works of Fiqh. However, its purpose and use 
are entirely different from the ones for which it has been employed by ‘Umayri and 
Zawadi. To the best of our knowledge, none of the classical scholars have even hinted 
at the idea that this categorisation serves a function to determine how and when 
certain acts become shirk when directed to other than Allah. The unfortunate lack of 
citations by ‘Umayri on this matter mean the reader is left to his own devices to 


determine where this categorisation is coming from and its usage. 


The phrase ‘ibada mahda is in fact used in works of Islamic jurisprudence/fiqh 


primarily to denote whether an act is: 


1) ta’abbudi: for which there is no ‘illa or ratio legis, or it cannot be established. As 
such it is sought for itself 
2) tawassuli: i.e. a pre-requirement or means to something else, or not requiring 


an intention (niyya) to be valid 


These aspects of a given act were surveyed in such deliberations as: whether it can 
form the basis of a qiyas/analogy to derive subsequent rulings, whether it required a 
formal intention in order for the person or mukallaf to be considered as having 
acquitted himself of its obligation, etc... One of the earliest works to most explicitly 
make the connection between the expressions ‘ibāda mahda (pure ritual ‘ibada in the 
translation below) and ghayr ma’gil al ma’na (not subject to rationalization, i.e. whose 
‘illa is unknown) is Ibn Rushd’s (d. 595 H.) Bidāya al-Mujtahid wa Nihaya al-Mugtasid. On 


the issue of whether niyyah/intention is required for wudi’, Ibn Rushd comments: 
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The reason for their disagreement is the vacillation of the term wudu’ 
between being a pure ritual ‘ibada - I mean, not subject to rationalisation 
and intended only for the pleasure of Allah, like salah and similar forms of 
mere ritual worship - and an ‘ibada that can also be rational, like washing 
of impurity. They did not differ about pure ‘ibdda being in need of 
intention, and rational ibada not being in need of it. Ablution resembles 
both kinds of worship and a disagreement has, therefore, resulted. The 
reason is that it combines ritual worship and purification, and the process 
of fiqh is to examine which one it resembles more strongly so that it may 
be categorised as such.” 


If we are to follow through with Zawadi’s and Dr. ‘Umayri’s application of these terms 
and concepts, it would mean that there is a valid divergence of opinion over not only 
the validity of wudi?’ (without intention), but also about when it becomes shirk. 
However, this was clearly not the intent of the fuqaha. 


Ibn Rushd himself in a discussion considers the possibility wherein the ‘illa for the 
Islamic prohibition against being married to two sisters concurrently would be 
considered ghayr ma’gila al ma'na, in which case he says the prohibition would be 
“Sibada mahda.’ It is obvious Ibn Rushd did not link “ibada mahda with shirk as Zawadi 
did, since he obviously does not intend that refraining from taking two sisters as 
wives concurrently is an act of worship of the one for whose sake it is done, regardless 
of intention. He simply means that its ratio legis (‘illah) is unidentifiable, and hence 
no legal analogy (qiyds) can be drawn on this ruling. According to the framework of 
‘Umayri and Zawadi however, if refraining from this practice is an ‘ibāda mahda, then 
to do so due to anything or anyone other than Allah * and His pleasure is to commit 
shirk. Similarly, Ibn al Qayyim (d. 751 H.) also mentions a group of scholars who view 
the period of waiting (“idda) for a widow, before remarrying, as a purely ritual matter 
(ta‘abbud mahd) which cannot be rationalised (lā yai‘qal ma‘nahu).’ Again, according to 


‘Umayri’s paradigm, this would mean that for those scholars if a widow goes through 





7 Ibn Rushd (1995) Bidayat al-Mujtahid, Cairo: Dar al Hadith, v.1 p. 15. Translation adapted from The 
Distinguished Jurist’s Primer (I. A. K. Nyazee, trans.), 1/3-4 
OF omg lagha BLAIS Lead ai) Lg Leeds Lily c gall ilgine ne gel dee dole OS Of ow spog 225 pA Gay 
cll A) iii pe gall deg gall Solially cdl! I) Sarde etl oladi Of ogas Y EB Rabel [tS gab! igina dale Og 
4 gadè Leet gil pa Legal Jay of aiilly albig dole gat ail g cad GOAN aby a cogola cs aed 4 sgag 
? Ibn Rushd, Bidayat al-Mujtahid, 1/241-2 
daze Gl Cade dee csi cgabl Ugine pé dee dole ot YW oy atl are ola lpia gè gati ave äle ò Ja of Y 
? Ibn al Qayyim, I’lam al mawgi’n, 1991 Beirut: Dar a kutub al ‘ilmiyya, v. 2 p. 51: 
clas [ie Y at tad 2 til oG 
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a period of ‘idda before remarrying for any reason other than Allah’s pleasure, she 


would have committed shirk. 


In another example, the Shafi’is make a distinction between gaining purity from 
actual filth (najasah) and between the state of ritual impurity (hadath). The former 
does not require an intention, whereas the latter does because it comes under ‘ibada 
mahda. An act that is “ibada mahda requires an intention for it to be valid; without 
intention, the act is null and void™. On the topic of the relation between intention 
(niyya) and ‘ibada mahda, another significant figure who uses these terms in the same 
fashion as the Shafi‘Is just mentioned is ibn al Qayyim. Ibn al Qayyim also understands 
that ‘“ibada mahda requires intention for worship to occur, while ‘ibada ghayr mahda 
does not."’The view of the Shafi’is and ibn al Qayyim is completely the opposite of 
what ‘Umayri and Zawadi are claiming, as the second the ‘ibada mahda is not intended 
as an act of worship (for Allah), the act will become void. According to ‘Umayri and 
Zawadi it should be an act of worship regardless. More significantly, if we are to 
accept ‘Umayri’s and Zawadi’s use of the term, it would mean that for those scholars 
who considered such acts ‘ibada mahda, performing ghusl or going through the Period 
of Waiting (‘“idda) for anything or anyone other than Allah * is also inherently shirk. 
Again, we are moving into uncharted territory, as the division was not made for the 
purpose to which ‘Umayri and Zawadi have employed it. 


In a similar vein, Shafi’is consider the prayer of the lunar eclipse (salat al kusūf) to be 
“ibada mahda, but not the prayer for rain (salat al istisqa@’) because the latter is not an 
end in itself, but rather a means to obtain or request sustenance from Allah a.'* Does 
that mean for them the prayer for rain is sometimes worship but other times not? 
Clearly, that would be absurd. 


Zawadi then says: 





The references are many, but it will suffice to mention Abi Ishaq Shirazi (1995) al-Muhadhdhab fi 
Fiqh al-Imam al-Shafti, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1/34-35 
“Ibn al Qayyim, I’lam al mawgi’n, 1991 Beirut: Dar a kutub al ‘ilmiyya, v. 2 p. 51: 

a S| Rte Vg cap yg tolalla digictly AldLally Snip ipaa G> GCF WL (AeA! ohlad Ob Ge Cand oul of ney 
“The ‘period of waiting’ is not from the ‘ibadat mahda, because it applies to the young as 
well as the old, the sane as well as the insane, the muslim woman as well as the non-muslim 
one, and it does not require intention [to take effect]” 

12 Al-Nawawi, Sharh al-Muhadhdhab, 4/6 
Sy) des clit Vig dat dole eS OY Lew! JG 
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“the definition of ‘ibada that has been provided provides us already with at least three 
states of knowledge: 


1) Certain knowledge of things that are definitely ‘ibada: We alluded earlier to 
the first category of ‘ibdda (ark) Uire pé sole or 12s) bole, which 


encompasses certain acts such as Hajj, Zakah, fasting in Ramadan, etc. and 
said that since revelation has clearly stated that these acts are inherently 
‘ibada, then there’s no doubt regarding them.” 


Examples of ‘ibada mahda listed by Dr. ‘Umayri include wudi? and fasting (Zawadi 
specifies fasting in Ramadan). And sacrifice/dhabh is listed amongst examples of 


“ibada ghayr mahda.” 


We have seen above the divergence amongst scholars about whether wudi? is ‘ibada 
mahda or not. The same khilaf is also found about fasting”, zakat’’, and sacrifice (some 
scholars consider the spilling of blood as being ghayr ma’qil al-ma’nd, i.e. cannot be 
rationalised, and so for them it would be ‘ibada mahda).™ It is important to note that 
all these divergent views just mentioned are about acts he considers ‘ibada mahda, the 
category that is supposed to be the most certain in his conception of ‘ibada. This casts 


serious doubt on the claim “there’s no doubt regarding them”. 


This categorisation by the fuqaha of acts of worship into ‘ibada mahda and ‘ibadah 
ghayr mahda was mainly articulated around the concept of ta‘abbud and was devised 
to serve specific purposes in jurisprudential discourse. This categorisation was NOT 
intended to be the basis of a framework for judgments of shirk in ‘ibāda. As has been 
demonstrated, ta‘abbud is too volatile a concept (e.g. it varies from one scholar to 
another within the same madhhab, let alone from one madhhab to another) to yield 
the sort of certain knowledge Zawadi claims it does. As such it is hardly fit to be the 


basis of such a critical topic, and indeed it was not intended for this purpose at all! 





® Tahqiq al ifada, p. 45 
14 Ibn Rushd, Bidayat al-Mujtahid , 2/55 

all gäre pè LET cl, pod gab! alsine ne gf gall algira dole ge fe tanali Ll G bM SLY regi! G Gels 
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* ql-Ikhtiyar li Ta’lil al Mukhtar, Beirut: Dar al kutub al ‘ilmiyya, 1/124 
Gl gins pè BLY OF Goll Ge AGS pe by bis W gall giae IL 43 UY (Gels! abd [bill Be csi] esi ofp) 
16 Idem and 1/103.See also Al ‘Inaya sharh al Hidaya, Dar al Fikr, 2/193 
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Another key difference is that there seems to be an agreement amongst scholars that 
acts considered ‘ibada mahda or ghayr ma’gil al-ma’nd (in their use of the term) require 
a corresponding intention/niyyah in order to be considered valid, and thus ‘ibada, 


whereas Zawadi says: 


“In other words, the revelation has stated that they are acts of ‘ibada, 
and your intention could do absolutely nothing to do change that.” 


Let us take an example to illustrate the contrast. Suppose a person were to wash all 
the necessary limbs for wudi’ in the prescribed fashion, but without intention of 
wudi? (e.g. a recalcitrant child might do this to appease a parent or some other 
authority figure). As explained by Ibn Rushd, according to the majority of jurists he 
would still be in a state of ritual impurity as they hold wudii’ to be ‘ibada mahda (and 
as such it is invalid without intention), while his wudū’ would be valid according to 
another group of jurists because they do not regard it to be ‘ibada mahda. If we are to 
understand this difference of opinion in light of the principle of ‘Umayri and Zawadi, 
what would the ruling be? Suppose someone were to perform these actions with the 
intention of teaching, rather than for wudi’, would we say that he is guilty of 
performing an act of worship for other than Allah according to one group of jurists? 
Perhaps it could be said that he is worshipping the idol of pedagogy. After all, Zawadi 


would have us believe this action is ‘ibada regardless of intention. 


Zawadi and Dr. ‘Umayri in his book” have acknowledged limited ‘grey areas’, where 
their definition provides uncertain knowledge with regards to some acts. This 
categorisation of acts into ‘ibada mahda and ‘ibada ghayr mahda was supposed to shed 
some light on those grey areas, but as we have just seen, it seems to create more 


confusion than it solves. 


We should point out here that this categorisation of actions into ‘ibada mahda and 
“ibada ghayr mahda in discussions of shirk seems to be unprecedented among classical 
scholars, it is not entirely novel in modern Salafi circles. For instance, Dr. ‘Abdullah 
bin ‘Abdul ‘Aziz al Jibrin (relative of the famous Shaykh ‘Abdullah bin ‘Abdur Rahman 
al Jibrin, and student of Sh. ibn Baz and Sh. ibn ‘Uthaymin) is one such precedent who 





Y Tahqiq al ifada, p. 43 
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also mentioned the two categories when discussing ‘worship’.'* There are however 
two fundamental differences between the way al Jibrin used those categories and 


‘Umayri. 


Firstly, al Jibrin explains his concept of ‘ibdda mahda with the following three 
qualifiers in different places in his discussion: actions that 1) the Shari‘a has labelled 
as worship, 2) are forbidden (tahrim) to address to anyone other than Allah *, 3) are 
the right (haqq) of Allah %.” On the other hand ‘Umayri looks at this through the lens 
of the fighi concept of ta’abbud and applies the term to those actions 1) considered 
worship by the Shari‘a and 2) whose ‘illa (ratio legis) cannot be known, which is 


referred to in fiqhi jargon as ta’abbudi (problems of which we have just seen). 


Secondly, whereas the category of ‘ibada ghayr mahda plays a central role in ‘Umayri’s 
framework, al Jibrin simply mentions it in the course of his general discussion about 
worship (of Allah a) only, not his discussion about shirk al ulūhiyya (although he 
does mention ‘ibada mahda in both places). For al Jibrin ‘ibdda ghayr mahda acts are 
those not principally considered ‘ibada by the Shari‘a, but which can take on the 
ruling of ‘ibada if done with the right intention. So the determining factor then for al 
Jibrin is the intention, not an internal level of humility and submission as is the case 
in “Umayri’s framework. For example, spending on one’s self or family, generosity, 
studying secular subjects, etc... They can all become ‘worship’ if done with the right 
intention. Otherwise, they are simply mundane, worldly acts with no relation to 
shirk. Clearly then, his conception of ‘ibada ghayr mahda is considerably different from 
that of Umayri. 





18 Dr, Al Jibrin, Sharh tashil al ‘aqida al islamiyya, (6™ edition) 1437 H. Riyadh: Madar al watan li al 
nashar, p. 137-42. In this work, the author generally adheres to the paradigm of shirk forwarded by 
the scholars of the Najdi Da‘wah, and so it mentions these categories in service of explaining this 
more conventional Salafi paradigm. It is worth noting that this work was reviewed by a number of 
well-known Salafi scholars: Dr. Nasir al-‘Aql, Dr. ‘Abd al-‘ Aziz al-‘Abd al-Latif, Dr. Sa`d al-Shithri, and 
Dr. Fahd al-Fuhayd. The author also mentions that he benefited from a number of scholars while 
writing this work, among them Sh. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Barrak, Sh. Ibn ‘Uthaymin, Sh. Ibn Baz, and Sh. 
‘Abd al-* Aziz al-Rajihi. The author is also keen to point out that he read a number of chapters of this 
work to the latter. This makes an interesting contrast with ‘Umayri, who has actually critiqued Ibn 
Baz and al-Rajihi on the issue of Tawhid al-Rubtbiyya among past nations. 

? Idem. p. 138 & p. 205 
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Due to this divergence in the conceptualisation of the two categories, the same act 
will end up being classified as ‘ibada ghayr mahda by ‘Umayri (e.g. sujūd, tawaf, 
mahabba (love), khawf (fear)”) but as ‘ibada mahda by al Jibrin.” 


All of this, however, is not to say that Zawadi and Dr. ‘Umayriare not entitled to have 
their own novel view and use of the concept of ‘ibada mahda, for they are very well 
within their rights to do so (whether or not it is sound being a separate question). The 
contention however is with the claim to legacy by introducing this novel concept 


with lines such as: 


“Several scholars have classified ‘ibdda into two different categories:” 


then going on to present a concept that is totally different in all aspects but the name. 
If any scholars did indeed conceive of employing this categorisation as ‘Umayri has 
used it, he certainly owes it to the reader to produce them. Given the purpose of 
Umayri's book is to lay out a framework for identifying ‘ibada, and given this 
categorisation is fundamental to that framework, the lack of references is a startling 
oversight. We leave it to the readers to make up their own conclusion as to the 


possible reasons that may have caused this puzzling oversight. 


It is also worth pointing out here that their inclusion of sujūd in this category of 
conditional worship (“ibada ghayr mahda) does not coincide with the fatwa of the Saudi 
religious establishment. Of course, that is fine, but it reiterates the point made earlier 
that their position is not reflective of the Najdi Da‘wah nor does it claim to be: 


‘Whoever believes in the prophethood of our Prophet Muhammad 
(saws) and towhatever he has brought from the Sharia, then prostrates 
after that to other than Allah to a pious person, an inhabitant of a grave, 
or a shaykh of a spiritual path, they will be considered a disbeliever and 
an apostate from Islam, a polytheist who has made a partner alongside 
Allah in worship. Even if he was stating that shahddah at the time of his 
prostrating as he has done an act in his prostrating other than Allah 
which nullifies his statement (meaning the shahddah)...’??. The 
signatories of this fatwa are Ibn Baz (d. 1999), ‘Abdurrazzaq ‘Afifi (d. 
1994) and ‘Abdullah ibn Qa‘td (d. 2005). 





2 Tahqiq al ifada, p. 198 

2 Dr, Al Jibrin, Sharh tashil al ‘agida al islamiyya, (6™ edition) 1437 H. Riyadh: Madar al watan li al 
nashar, p. 204-229 

2? Fatawa al-Lajnat al-Da’imah li al-Buhūth al-‘Ilmiyyah wa al-ift@ (2003) Riyadh: Dar al-Mu’ayyad, 1/220 
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II. To Define or Not to Define, that is The Question 


Sh. ‘Umayri’s defence of the adjectives ‘utmost/ultimate’ (ghdya/nihaya) in the 
definition is also quite telling. In his attempt to deflate the objection that they cast 
some uncertainty on the definition, one of the main justifications Sh. ‘Umayri 
provides for retaining them is the fact such expressions have been commonly used 
by linguists and fuqaha (jurists) in their discussions, and they cannot be accused of 
having remained unclear in their statements. From the quotes provided for this 
justification are the famous grammarian Al Azhari praising a book by saying ‘I found 
it to be of utmost perfection’.” Or imam al Shafi'i saying that Salat al Khawf (The 
Prayer of Fear) should be performed only in times of utmost fear.” Zawadi is 


unsurprisingly convinced by this sort of arguments, and says: 
p sly y 8 y 


“There’s no mathematical and statistical demarcation line between what 
constitutes a difference between “showing respect” and “falling into utmost 
submission and humiliation” anymore than there is one for differentiating 
between “generosity” and “reckless spending”, etc. and other things which 
Islam commands us to avoid and do respectively. But that doesn’t mean that 
we be like the Jews who when were ordered to sacrifice a cow and start asking 
a million questions...” 


This is a breathtakingly irresponsible attitude and an unconcerned disregard of the 
mindset these matters should be approached with (as has been made clear in the 
introduction of this article). The scope for tolerance and error in fiqhi discourse is 
typically much larger than in matters of takfir and shirk. In the case of the Prayer of 
Fear, if performed in a situation that is not utmost fear, it would be at most makrih 
(disliked) or harām (prohibited). In the case of al Azhari’s comment about that book, 
it is without consequence whatsoever. To suggest that statements like these are a 
reasonable justification of the abstruseness in one’s own concepts of shirk and 
tawhid, which are incomparable with the former in terms of their consequences, is 





2 Tahqiq al ifada, p. 38-9: 
ie Bates’ Lily) Contes cigi oy det Lt shl Gla USI BUS Jaf ce BF Cay” sal JS ae oe SA Spies 
"JL ae 
” Idem., p. 39: 
BIE g aLa y Da esha OF Y h BLE Dga Gye G h Le has OF A Y" (L PLY sl) Ug 
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simply reckless. Again, ‘Umayri is box-shifting concepts and terms from fiqhi 
discourses into discussions of shirk and kufr, without pausing to ensure due diligence 
and care yielding the required level of certainty has been applied. As for those 
scholars’ definition of ‘ibada, it is true that the definition contains some vagueness as 
‘Umayri and Zawadi themselves acknowledge, which should be itself an indication to 
the objective reader that the scholars most likely did not envision their definition 
being weaponised in the fashion that it has been in ‘Umayri’s book. We will have 
opportunity to probe this point in more detail in a separate article. 


As for Zawadi, he words the second main objection raised against the definition as 
follows: 


“The terms “utmost” (LL) and “ultimate” (4\s) are vague in their scope and 


meaning. They are not very helpful in providing objective boundaries between 
what constitutes ‘ibada acts and non-‘ibada acts. For example, when does 
sujud become ‘ibada?” 


The objection made above was not just regarding the vagueness. It rather 
demonstrated the inconsistencies when applying it. In responding to this objection, 
Zawadi divides (following ‘Umayri in his book”) potential acts of ‘ibada into three 
categories; 1) Certain knowledge that it is ‘ibada; 2) certain knowledge that it is not 
‘ibada; and 3) uncertain knowledge of what constitutes ‘ibada. 


The first category is what was referred to as ‘ibada mahda, which was tackled above. 
The second category appears to be common acts which include none of the aspects 
of ‘ibada. The debate is mainly surrounding the third category. 


Zawadi claims: 


‘Now just like with almost any principle or definition, one is bound to face 
some grey areas in application, which in turn then opens the door to Ijtihad 
amongst scholars to figure out what the strongest opinion is. This does not 
render the definition or principle to be insufficient or deficient. That would only 
be the case if we observed that the principle or definition in question was 
clearly unhelpful in most cases. However, if it’s helpful in assessing the 
majority of cases and there are only a few minor cases here and there which 
remain vague, then it’s not fair to throw the definition and principle out the 
window on that basis.’ 





3 Idem. p. 43 
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We have already seen that the claim that category (1) produces certainty is highly 
dubious (the reader may refer back to our analysis of the shaky foundations on which 
the 'ibada mahda/ghayr mahda categorisation rests). Given his acknowledgement that 
category (2) contains “grey areas”, this calls into doubt the usefulness of his definition 
for assessing cases of shirk in ‘ibada. We would argue that the majority of cases of 
shirk are indeed clear, and they are the cases in which the person performing the act 
of reverence believes the entity he is showing reverence to has at least some 
independent ability to benefit or harm. In this scenario, all would be in agreement 
that this constitutes shirk.” In other words, when there is some sort of shirk in belief 
underlying the act, then clearly the act is shirk. The problem usually arises in those 
cases where there is no apparent belief associated with the one for whom reverence 
is being shown and the claim of shirk is being made. The truth of the matter is that 
this definition is hardly useful for assessing claims of shirk beyond the areas in which 
we agree. 


Zawadi then goes on to argue that there are no fixed criteria of when sujtid to other 
than Allah constitutes ‘ibada. Rather one needs to look for indications (qara’in) to see 
if ghayat al-khudi’ wa al-dhull is found. In essence, this makes it an issue of ijtihad, 
where scholars may be presented with the same scenario, and they will look at the 
case and some may conclude that utmost humility and submission is found, whereas 
another scholar may differ and say it is purely an act of reverence, and the utmost 
level was not reached. The scholars’ ijtihad will be based on ‘experience and 


indicators’. 


He attempts to provide examples and states: 


So in the case of sujud ‘ibada, there are some “indicators” one could take into 
consideration. 

For example, if the object you are making sujud to is someone or something 
that kuffar are known to make sujud to as well, then this could be an 
“indicator” of sujud ‘ibdda. 

Or if the object you are making sujud to is something that by custom you 
wouldn’t usually do so, like in the case of planets, stars, trees, etc. as opposed 
to people suchas scholars for example. 

Or ff you are making sujud to someone or something with the intention of 
getting closer to that person so that you could gain favor and benefit from 
him, then this could possibly be another “indicator”. 

Or if you are making sujud with fervor, love, passion, longevity, etc. moreso 
than what is required and expected for a mere show of respect and honor, 
then that could be another “indicator”. 





% We will have opportunity to revisit concepts such as independent ability and their relation to shirk 
ina later article. 
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In the case of a person prostrating to an idol or to something that is considered a god 
by pagans, this is an act of disbelief that takes one out of the fold of Islam by 
agreement of the jurists unless done under compulsion.” The question arises here, 
why is this considered an action of disbelief? Is it because it is necessarily an act of 
‘ibada? Or is there possibly some other explanation? 


At first glance, this may seem like an odd line of questioning. However, it is important 
question that must be answered in order to understand the relationship of this issue 
to the concept of ‘ibada. 


Let us consider an example. Suppose an apparently Muslim man named Zayd were 
among pagans, and they asked him to participate in their worship of their idols. He is 
not under any compulsion to do so, but he feels odd to be left out. Let us suppose that 
their idol was that of a monkey god. In his mind, its appearance is silly, almost 
laughable, hardly something worthy of any sort of reverence. He realises this monkey 
god has no real existence. It is nothing more than a figment of their imagination. 
However, fearing to be seen as the odd one out, he willingly goes along with them in 
their worship, and prostrates to the idol along with them. The ruling on this action is 
that it is kufr, and that he has left Islam. 


In explaining the ruling of prostrating to an idol, jurists will often justify the ruling 
of kufr simply on the grounds of shirk or worshipping other than Allah. It is true that 
typically, the reason one would prostrate to an idol is to worship it. However, there 
are cases in which one may prostrate to an idol with no intention of worship, yet the 
action is still deemed kufr. As we will see, a number of jurists have accounted for this 
contingency in explaining this ruling. One might ask, if one is not worshipping the 
idol, then what makes it kufr? The answer is that even though he has not worshipped 
it, he has done something that is particular to the religion of the disbelievers. Just as 
making statements of explicit kufr (e.g. declaring belief in al-Lat and al-Uzza, denying 
the Prophethood of Muhammad *, etc.) takes one outside of the fold of Islam even if 
they are not motivated by belief, * likewise explicit acts of kufr, because they are 
distinct signs of kufr. ” Jurists have alternatively explained that this action is kufr 





7 Al Qarafi, Al Furūq, v. 1 p. 137 

8 It is worth noting that it is not our purpose here to discuss the different approaches to defining 
Iman and its relationship to tasdiq, but to demonstrate that this action is kufr according to the jurists 
regardless of whether ‘ibdda has taken place. 

” In discussing the Hanafi ruling that a non-Muslim who performs the salah is considered to have 
accepted Islam, al-Mawsili states (Al-Ikhtiyar li Ta’lil al-Mukhtar, v. 4, p. 150, Matba’at al-Halabi): 
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either because it indicates lack of belief (tasdiq) or because it indicates taking the 
religion lightly (istikhfaf).*° Others have gone so far as to point out that this is an act 
of kufr even if done for the purpose of mocking the disbelievers," which clearly is the 
polar opposite of showing humility and submission. So using examples of sujūd to 
other than Allah * to argue that in those cases shirk has necessarily occurred without 
ascribing rububiyya is an absolute misreading of the situation and the historical texts. 
Quotes such as the following from al Baghawi (d. 516 H.) clearly show that the mandat 
or determining factor for the takfir was not necessarily shirk,as assumed by ‘Umayri 
and Zawadi. It also becomes clear then that while there is consensus concerning the 
ruling of prostrating to an idol, it does not follow that the jurists based it on the 
paradigm of shirk that ‘Umayri espouses. ‘Umayri and Zawadi are of the 
understanding that prostration to an idol always being kufr is predicated on the idea 





Bole oye ge Le ST BY (Lalas O dela dell iiio tates UI JG gf tee OS) gf ael be 15] S) Je 
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“This is because he has performed an action unique to Islam, just as performing an action 
unique to kufr indicates kufr, so someone who prostrates to an idol, wears the (Christian) 
waist-belt (zunnar), or cap of the Majus, is judged a disbeliever.” 

See also: Ibn Yiinus, al-Jami’ li Masa’il al-Mudawwanah (2/404); al-Baghawi, al-Tahdhib fi Fiqh al-Imam al- 


shaft (7/299); al-Ramli, Nihayat al-Muhtaj (7/417); Hashiyat Ibn ‘Abidin (4/222). 


°° Tbn ‘Abidin, Radd al muhtar ‘ala al durr al mukhtar, 1992 Beirut: Dar al fikr, v. 4 p. 222: 
OV BY ee of Lai Ged ge OLY Of ge Le Ble Y hiag cline told pe oles 4 lS sl ( aS Bah Jya oe ) ds 
Joe 93 LS ygST SiS ogag ple dle ili polli ae: fer glili OY LSS Ch aS aiio lagerge OIS Oly Grail) 
dai SUS J) Lal, lid ob obf LS ISS SEY AUS OY Bree Ol Oja AS Ep BSB ries avy gf pal 
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%1 Al Baghawi, Al Tahdhib fi fiqh al imam al Shafi’, 1997 Dar al kutub al ‘ilmiyya, v. 7 p. 299. See also Al 
Qadi Husayn, Al Ta’liga li al Qadi Husayn, Maktaba Nazar Mustafa al Baz, v. 2 p. 1037: 
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that prostration to an idol is a certain ‘indicator’ that the threshold of ghayat al-dhull 
wa al-khudi‘ has been reached. However, it is a mistake to assume that this novel 
concept is the premise on which this ruling was predicated for the classical jurists. 


Al Baghawi states: 


SAV ptl bng Cob) Cpt capt pad mere ITU OS cot jlo plane Loo sly 
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If a Muslim enters dar al harb (i.e land of kufr) and starts to eat with [the 
locals] pork meat and drink wine, and venerates their idols, he will not be 
judged a disbeliever. But if he prostrates to their idols or utters words of 
kufr, he will be judged a disbeliever. If he claims that he was forced, the 
matter is examined: if he would do so while alone in a private place, his 
claim will be rejected, just as would be the case if he had done it in dar al 
Islam (abode of Islam). On the other hand, if he did it in the presence of 
[disbelievers], the claim (of compulsion) would be accepted from a 
prisoner, but not from someone who entered their land as a merchant. 
This is not like the case of the disbeliever who performs salat: he will not 
be declared Muslim (for performing saldt), as it is possible that he may do 
so in mockery (i.e. it is not necessarily motivated by adoption of Islam). 
However, if a Muslim does the (distinct) deeds of a disbeliever as a form 
of mockery, he will be ejudged a disbeliever, even if it were just wearing’ 
the sandals of disbeliever, or wearing the cap of the Majiis in mockery (of 
them), he will be judged a disbeliever. 


This creates an interesting conundrum for the position advanced by Umayri and 
Zawadi. In their paradigm, sujūd is not inherently ‘ibada as it does not fall under the 
rubric of what they have dubbed “pure ritual worship” (“ibada mahda). It is 
noteworthy that so far the question of whether or not an action is considered pure 
ritual ‘ibada has been dependent on looking at how the action is classified by Muslim 
jurists based on its rulings in our Shari‘a. As it is beyond the scope of this paper, we 
have not raised the question of how relevant such standards are to assessing the 
actions of pagan mushriks, as they clearly do not ascribe to our Shari‘a, but suffice it 
to say, this seems to be a major gap in ‘Umayri’s conceptualisation of ‘ibada. It is odd, 
to say the least, to assume that acts of shirk committed by pagans should be 
understood in light of a framework created to categorise the acts of Muslims 
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following the Shari‘a. Perhaps the pagan witch doctors of the Amazon should be 
furnished copies of Umayri's book! 


Regardless, if prostration is not inherently an act of ‘ibada in this model, then what 
makes it an act of ibada when associated with an idol or some other object typically 
worshipped by pagans? The obvious answer is that these pagans consider it a god. 
Depending on the specific group of pagans in question, there will be specific 
underlying beliefs associated with this false deity. In other words, it is worship 
because of the associated shirk in belief. Pagans see it as a divine being and hence their 
acts of reverence directed to it constitute ‘ibada. It is on account of this belief that 
they direct the utmost reverence and humility towards it. However, in the case that 
we have described above, none of this is true of our apparently Muslim man, Zayd. 


Since the act of prostration is not inherently worship in the model of ‘Umayri and 
Zawadi model, their principles dictate that we must consider the level of dhull and 
khudw’ involved to ascertain whether or not worship has taken place. In this case, 
clearly no such thing has happened. Zayd does not believe there is any monkey god. 
It is nothing more than a figment of these pagans’ imagination. How can he be said to 
have utmost reverence for something that he knows does not exist? Moreover, he 
finds its idol to be ridiculous in appearance. Clearly, it cannot be claimed that he holds 
any sort of reverence or love for it. Moreover, how can he be said to be “seeking its 


” 


pleasure and submitting to its will” when he does not even believe it exists? Do non- 
existent beings show pleasure? Do they possess will? And what inhiraf is involved in 
this scenario? Once again, we must ask, based on this scenario, are these conditions 


essential to his definition or are they redundant? 


As can be seen, even the strongest of all ‘indicators’ ‘Umayri and Zawadi have listed 
is not decisive in ascertaining that ‘ibada has taken place, or at the very least, it is 
unclear how it is supposed to demonstrate the fulfilment of their conception of 
‘ibada. We are simply to believe that these ‘indicators’ simply demonstrate that the 
utmost submission and humility have been achieved. The reasoning required to go 
from ‘Umayri’s stated premise to his stated conclusion can only be characterised as 
‘magical thinking’. It is also worth noting that while Zawadi is not explicit here, 
Umayri (p. 207) is explicit in stating that the action of prostrating to an idol would 
necessarily be an act of ‘ibada. The characterisation of this scenario as an ‘indicator’ 
might suggest that Zawadi is open to the idea that the ruling of kufr for this scenario 
is conditional, but it seems most likely that this is just a detail lost in the process of 
summary. Therefore, most likely, both intend that this act is necessarily an instance 
of shirk in ‘ibada, and this is the reason why it is kufr by consensus. However, that is 
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problematic as we have seen it is not necessarily always the case that the prostration 
to an idol is considered shirk even if it is considered kufr. This is not to mention the 
questions this sort of scenario raises concerning their definition and standards for 
determining shirk in ‘ibada. We are intended to believe that prostration to an idol 
necessarily indicates that a person has reached an internal state of utmost humility 
and submission, even when it is clear that no such thing has taken place. 


Let us now contrast this with the issue of prostration to a Muslim saint or to a person 
worthy of respect. According to the Umayri/Zawadi model, we are required to look 
at the indicators in order to “guesstimate” whether ‘ibada has in fact taken place. One 
might indeed prostrate before a king in order to gain favour with him. One might 
indeed do this with considerable fervour, passion, and longevity if he feels this will 
be successful in gaining his favour, despite believing that he is nothing more than a 
creation of God who happens to be in a position of authority to bring him favour. 


In this model, at some nebulous, undefinable point, this person’s action passes from 
non-‘ibada to ‘ibada depending on the intensity of emotion underlying it. Even if we 
were to accept their definition of ‘ibada and the standards they have set up for 
identifying it for the sake of argument, it is obvious that we still have no clear way to 
determine when this act of prostration becomes worship. It is altogether unclear how 
even the guilty party himself is supposed to ascertain whether or not he is now a 
mushrik. Perhaps he has taken the king as his god and he simply did not realise it. 


From this, we see that the standard they have devised is not of much use in assessing 
any disputed claims of shirk al ‘ibada. This is if we even accept their definition, 
problematic as it is. 


Finally, it is worth pointing out another fundamental flaw in their framework for 
understanding ‘ibada. As we have seen, Zawadi says concerning ‘ibada mahda: 


Such acts are inherently in and of themselves acts which yield the 
utmost of submission and expression of love and humility to God. They 
are inherently in their essence acts of ‘ibada because revelation says 
they are. 


This assertion raises a few questions. Firstly, to what extent is this principle truly 
consistent? As we saw, Salat is one of the unconditional acts of worship according to 
‘Umayri and Zawadi. Is a munafigq who performs prayer in congregation because he 
happens to be among a group of Muslims who are about to pray really expressing the 
utmost love and humility to God? Is this true even if this munāfiq is actually an atheist 
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that does not believe in the existence of any god? To whom exactly is he showing 
utmost love and humility? 


What of an ostentatious worshipper whose public prayer is driven primarily by a 
desire to show off his piety? Can he be said to be expressing utmost submission, love, 
and humility to God? If not, what are the ramifications? If he is not worshipping God, 
then who is he worshipping? Can he even be said to be worshipping at all? Given that 
the ritual prayer (salat) is an unconditional act of worship for ‘Umayri and Zawadi, 
are we to understand that he has worshipped other than Allah in this case? 


Finally, we would put forward the question: is it really true that the revelation has 
asserted that such acts inherently yield the utmost submission, love, and humility in 
and of themselves? As far as we can tell, there is no compelling evidence for such a 
claim. At the very least, it is a mystery to us how Umayri and Zawadi have deduced 
this conclusion from the sacred texts. 


CONCLUSION 


This was a brief overview of Sh. ‘Umayri’s and Bassam Zawadi’s conceptualisation of 
shirk al ‘ibada. We hope to be able to offer a more detailed appraisal of their concepts 
in the coming articles. In the meantime, this article was aimed at highlighting key 
problems in their theory as seen in Zawadi’s article. Their idea of shirk in rububiyya 
is based on blurry and nebulous notions of inhiraf/distortion (in rubibiyya) and 
istiqlal. The result is such a narrow scope for shirk in rububiyya that hardly anything 
can fit in it. Even instances of istiqlal identified by previous scholars as such do not 
fit UmayrTs standards. Our concern here is not with the terminology but with the 
underlying concepts. As it stands, it seems that attributing offspring to God for 
example, or ascribing ta’thir (efficacy) as is generally understood, would be neither 
shirk in rubibiyya nor in ‘ibada. It is “merely” inhiraf in rubtbiyya. This has 
important ramifications for the evidences Umayri adduces in favour of his position 
as well as his methodology in proving it, but that is beyond the scope of our current 


discussion, and we will come back to this in a separate article. 


Their idea of ‘ibada is just as problematic. It is articulated around the fiqhi concepts 
of ‘ibada mahda and ‘ibada ghayr mahda. But as we have shown, this categorisation 


of actions cannot form the basis of an analytical framework for shirk and tawhid, as 
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this was not the purpose for which they were devised. To imply that these notions 
have historically been used to that end is simply misleading. Moreover, no evidence 
- compelling or otherwise - has been given to justify this as a framework for 
understanding shirk. We are told that the revelation has designated such acts 
inherently shirk, without consideration of intention. How the revelation has told us 


this has not been made clear. 


In conclusion, we accept, for the sake of argument, that there may very well be a 
compelling argument for the Salafi perspective on shirk al-‘ibada, but if there is, 


‘Umayri and Zawadi have certainly not made it. 


Allāh knows best, and all success lies with Allāh alone. All praise is due to Allāh, alone, without 
partner, perfect is He, glorified be His Name now and forever. May Allāh shower peace and 
blessings on His Final Prophet so long as the day follows night and night follows day, so long as 
the mwazzins cry out lā ilāha illa Allāh from atop the minarets, and so long as all that is in the 
heavens and all that is in the earth sings Allah’s * praises. And our final prayer: all praise 
belongs to Allah, Lord of the worlds. 
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